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EDITORIAL REMARKS: RECOGNIZING CRITIQUE
GRAHAM MACPHEE
This issue marks the fortieth anniversary of College Literature, and also sees the 
rwdnkecvkqp"qh"vjg"Ýtuv"guuc{"jcpfngf"gpvktgn{"d{"vjg"pgy"gfkvqtkcn"vgco"wpfgt"qwt"
tgxkugf"Gfkvqtkcn"Rqnke{0"Yjkng"cp"gzekvkpi"ncpfoctm"kp"vjg"nkhg"qh"vjg"lqwtpcn."
vjku"cppkxgtuct{"cnuq"qôgtu"c"dtqcfgt"qrrqtvwpkv{"hqt"tgÞgevkqp"qp"vjg"rtqlgev"qh"
ÒetkvkswgÓ"ukipcngf"kp"vjg"lqwtpcnÓu"uwdvkvng"ccu"Ðc"lqwtpcn"qh"etkvkecn"nkvgtct{"uvwf^
kguÑd0"Nkmg"c"pwodgt"qh"qvjgt"lqwtpcnu"kp"vjg"fkuekrnkpg"hqwpfgf"cv"Pqtvj"Cogtk^
ecp"wpkxgtukvkgu"kp"vjg"gctn{"3;92u."vjg"nkhgurcp"qh"College Literature approximates 
to the period of disciplinary reconstruction and paradigm change that has come 
vq"tgfgÝpg"nkvgtct{"uvwfkgu"kp"vjg"Cpinq^Cogtkecp"cecfgo{."c"rgtkqf"cuuqekcvgf"
ykvj"vjg"kpÞwz"qh"yjcv"ycu"qpeg"ecnngf" Òetkvkecn"vjgqt{Ó"dwv"ku"pqy"oqtg"qhvgp"
vgtogf"ukorn{"Òvjgqt{0Ó"Jqygxgt."yjcv"fkôgtgpvkcvgu"College Literature from other 
lqwtpcnu"ku"qwt"eqpegtp"vq"wpfgtuvcpf"cpf"tgvjkpm"cvjcv"ku."vq"tg_eqipk¦gd"qwt"ewt^
rent position in relationship to the upheavals of this period, rather than either 
ukorn{"vcmkpi"vjgo"hqt"itcpvgf"qt"twppkpi"gxgt"qpyctfu"cqt"dcemyctfud"kp"ugctej"
of novelty and ‘innovation.’
It is not possible in this short space to summarize the myriad changes 
involved in the disciplinary shifts of the last forty years, but it is possible to 
identify a broad realignment in the way in which ‘critique’ is articulated and 
understood across a number of positions, ‘schools,’ tendencies, and approaches, 
a realignment that is rooted in some of the central assumptions of contemporary 
Òvjgqt{0Ó"Qpg"qh"vjg"oquv"gzqtdkvcpv"ckp"vjg"ngicn"ugpugd"oqxgu"ocfg"d{"vjgqt{"
jcu" dggp" kvu" tglgevkqp" qh" cp{" gzvgtpcn" etkvgtkc" hqt" etkvkswg." c" tglgevkqp" yjqug"
sweeping nature seems to unify all those positions against which it has erected 
kvugnh0"Vtcfkvkqpcnn{."vjg"uvqt{"iqgu."etkvkecn"lwfiogpvu"jcxg"cnyc{u"tgswktgf"cp"
gzvgtpcn"ugv"qh"etkvgtkc"vq"ecnkdtcvg"cpf"qtkgpvcvg"lwfiogpv."yjgvjgt"kp"vjg"iwkug"
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qh"c"hqtocn"rtkpekrng"crtqrqtvkqp."pqp^eqpvtcfkevkqp."eqorngzkv{."qt"vjg"dgcwvk^
hwnd."c"ugv"qh"oqtcn"enckou"cvjg"iqqf."kpfkxkfwcnk¦gf"htggfqo."qt"jwocpkuvke"eqo^
rcuukqpd."qt"c"jkuvqtkecn"pcttcvkxg"cvjg"vtkworj"qh"vjg"Yguv."vjg"cejkgxgogpv"qh"
nkdgtcn"fgoqetce{."qt"vjg"uvtwiing"hqt"uqekcnkuod0"Uwej"gzvgtpcn"etkvgtkc"ctg"uckf"
necessarily to imply an illegitimate and predatory universalism that results in the 
xkqngpv"nkswkfcvkqp"qh"fkôgtgpeg."c"eqpegrvwcn"xkqngpeg"vjcv"jcu"ykfgn{"eqog"vq"
be seen as consanguineous with the political and social violence of modernity.
This critique of ‘traditional’ modes of critique has been so successful because 
kv" qôgtu" pqv" lwuv" c" tglgevkqp" qh" uwej" oqfgu." dwv" cnuq" cp" cnvgtpcvkxg" vq" vjgo0"
Instead of calling on external criteria to address the text, theory reconceives the 
operation of critique as purely internal to the text understood as the bearer of its 
uqekcn"fgvgtokpcvkqp<"cu" ÒfgeqpuvtwevkqpÓ"cFgttkfcd."vjg"wptcxgnkpi"qh"vjg"vgzvÓu"
qyp"ugocpvke"vtcegt{="qt"cu" ÒtgukuvcpegÓ" cHqwecwnvd."vjg"pgeguuct{"fqwdngpguu"qh"
social systems when conceived as closed circuits, or topoi of pure immanence. 
This approach proved especially conducive to the political and social movements 
that came to the fore in this period, which in various ways premised politi^
cal critique on the covert exclusions enabled by the language of universalism. 
Kpfggf." vjgqt{Óu" uvc{kpi"rqygt"jcu" kp"rctv" nckp" kp" kvu" cdknkv{"vq"qôgt" kvugnh"pqv"
lwuv"cu"cpqvjgt"etkvkswg"qh"qpg"hqto"qh"wpkxgtucnkuo."dwv"cu"c"etkvkecn"oqfg"vjcv"
tglgevu"vjg"gzvgtpcnkv{"uggp"cu"wpfgtn{kpi"vjg"wpkxgtucnkuo"qh"cnn"gctnkgt"oqfgu"qh"
etkvkswg."jqygxgt"tcfkecn"vjg{"oc{"jcxg"enckogf"vq"dg0"Hqt"kp"tgnqecvkpi"etkvkswg"
ykvjkp"vjg"rgtgppkcnn{"oqdkng"vtcpucevkqpu"qh"ogcpkpi^ocmkpi."vjgqt{"vcmgu"qp"c"
rqnkvkecnn{"ugnh^tgÞgzkxg"fkogpukqp"ukipcngf"d{"vjg"ykfgurtgcf"etkvkswg"qh"Òguugp^
tialism.’ Where social movements had looked to the particularities excluded by 
cp{"uvcvgogpv"qh"wpkxgtucnkuo"cyjgvjgt"cu"Òhgokpkpkv{.Ó"Òdncempguu.Ó"Òswggtpguu.Ó"qt"
vjg" pwogtqwu" {gv" kpcfxgtvgpvn{" eqorqukvg" Òpqp^YguvgtpÓd." vjgqt{" jcu" hcuvgpgf"
qpvq"vjg"rctvkewnctkv{"wpfgtn{kpi"uwej"etkvkswgu"qh"wpkxgtucnkuo"cpf"kfgpvkÝgf"kp"
them a homologous appeal to externality in the guise of ‘essence.’
Vjg"rqkpv"qh"vjgug"dtkgh"ccpf"pgeguuctkn{"tgfwevkxgd"tgoctmu"ku"pqv"vq"fkokpkuj"
vjg"etkvkecn"yqtm"fqpg"d{"tgegpv"vjgqt{."pqt"vq"fgxcnwg"vjg"xgt{"ukipkÝecpv"etk^
vkswgu"fgxgnqrgf"d{"fkôgtgpv"uqekcn"oqxgogpvu"qxgt"vjku"rgtkqf0"Dwv"chvgt"hqtv{"
years or so, the very success and ubiquity of these critical operations within the 
Cpinq^Cogtkecp"cecfgo{"kvugnh"ecnnu"hqt"etkvkecn"tgÞgevkqp0"Hqt"qxgt"cpf"cickpuv"
the intellectual success of contemporary theory within academic discourse in 
the humanities, we must also recognize the overwhelming success of the neolib^
eral program in reshaping the landscape within which intellectual activity takes 
rnceg0"Vjku"uweeguu"eqpuvkvwvgu"c"ukipkÝecpv"kuuwg"hqt"eqpvgorqtct{"vjgqt{"ikxgp"
neoliberalism’s echoing of the critique of universalism in order to attack public 
provision, the rule of law, and universal access, and its ability to respond to and 
gxgp"oqdknk¦g"vjg"ncpiwcig"qh"Òcpvk^guugpvkcnkuo0Ó3"Cpf"cu"vjg"pgqnkdgtcn"rtqlgev"
eqogu"kpetgcukpin{"vq"tgqticpk¦g"cpf"ugv"vjg"vgtou"hqt"kpvgnngevwcn"cevkxkv{`cu"
rwdnke" kpuvkvwvkqpu"cpf" tgugctej"cigpfcu"ctg"rtkxcvk¦gf"qt"ocfg"uwdlgev" vq" vjg"
fgocpfu"qh"vjg"octmgv`vwtpkpi"cyc{"htqo"vjg"tkumu"qh"kpxqnxkpi"Ògzvgtpcnkv{Ó"
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in the articulation of critique, in favor of the surety of purely ‘internal’ modes of 
deconstruction and resistance, may prove debilitating and counterproductive.4
The retrospective occasion of an anniversary is perhaps especially appropri^
ate for raising these issues. One kind of response to the dual successes I have 
fguetkdgf`qh"vjgqt{"ykvjkp"vjg"cecfgo{."cpf"qh"pgqnkdgtcnkuo"kp"eqpÝiwtkpi"vjg"
ukvg"qh"cecfgoke"etkvkswg`ku"vjg"rgtgppkcn"ugctej"hqt"pgy"etkvkecn"rctcfkiou"cpf"
schemas, which promise escape from immersion and complicity within the histo^
ries of critical discourse that have given rise to these questions. Such a search for 
new beginnings might seek to escape these issues by basing itself, for example, on 
the cognitive patterns of empirical consciousness, or the certainty of evolution^
ct{"oqfgnu"qh"dgjcxkqt="qt"kpfggf"qp"vjg"tglgevkqp"tout court of the last decades of 
theory, through a return to a theoretically unencumbered ‘pure scholarship.’ This 
lqwtpcn"jcu"ecnngf"kpuvgcf"hqt"c"fkôgtgpv"tgurqpug."yjkej"kpxqnxgu"vjg"eqpvkpwkpi"
critique of both ‘traditional’ modes of criticism and of the ‘new critical orthodox^
ies’ that developed as radical critiques of those very critical traditions. In doing so 
yg"okijv"tgecnn"vjg"eqwpugn"qôgtgf"d{"vjg"Dtkvkuj"rjknquqrjgt"Iknnkcp"Tqug"qxgt"
a decade ago, that “to investigate the possibility of an ethics that does not remain 
naïve and ignorant of its historical and political presuppositions and hence of its 
likely outcomes,” critical thinking requires:
c" eqortgjgpukxg" ceeqwpv" qh" uwduvcpeg" cpf" uwdlgev." qh" oqfgtpkv{" cpf" uwdlgevkx^
ity; an account, that is, of the modern fate of ethical life: of the institutional and 
individual inversions of meaning in the modern state and society, where increase 
kp" uwdlgevkxg" htggfqo" ku" ceeqorcpkgf" d{" fgetgcug" kp" qdlgevkxg" htggfqo." yjgtg"
vjg"fkueqwtugu"qh"kpfkxkfwcn"tkijvu"eoc{"tqwvkpgn{f"fkuvtcev"htqo"vjg"cevwcnkvkgu"qh"
rqygt"cpf"fqokpcvkqp0"cTqug"3;;8."92^93d
NOTES
3"Vjku"tgurqpug"vq"vjg"etkvkswg"qh"guugpvkcnkuo"ecp"dg"uggp"kp"vjg"Ðpgq^tcekuoÑ"fkuewuugf"
d{" ¡vkgppg" Dcnkdct" cDcnkdct" cpf" Ycnngtuvgkp" 3;;3." 39^4:d0" Vjg" tghwpevkqpkpi" qh" Òcpvk^
essentialism’ by the Right can be seen most prominently in the contemporary discourse 
of Western Islamophobia; for a discussion of some of the problems which this discourse 
tckugu"hqt"eqpvgorqtct{"vjgqt{."ugg"OceRjgg"4233."322^3280
4 My use of the term ‘risk’ in this context draws on the work of Gillian Rose; see for 
gzcorng"Tqug"3;;8."5:0
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